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 The Iowa Regional Economic Atlas 
 
Overview 
In Iowa some regions are growing more rapidly than others, and some areas that had 
robust economies in the past are finding themselves in decline.  Regional economies are often 
functionally indifferent to municipal, county, and even state boundaries, although most of our 
economic development activities and promotions are done at the municipal or county level, with 
an occasional measure of state effort thrown in at times.  Larger area economic development has 
been tried and talked about over the years under the guise of “regionalism,” but most economic 
development activity is site and city specific.  In a state with nearly 950 cities, a large fraction 
will not be competitive for new jobs and people simply because of their size, dispersion, and the 
existing patterns of growth that have emerged over time.   
 
There are a host of reasons for the current configuration of economic activity in the state.  
Original agricultural settlements; rail, water, and highway transportation investments; the siting  
of public institutions like courthouses, state government offices, prisons, and higher education 
facilities; and early industrial innovations and concentrations all have played a role in shaping 
Iowa’s economic geography.  Today, Iowa’s communities come in all sizes.  Most of them have 
small economies that provide a limited array of services and goods for a limited number of 
persons in a relatively compact geographic territory.  This is aptly illustrated when we consider 
that 72 percent of Iowa workers living in towns under 2,500 in population work in another town 
than which they live.  Other, albeit fewer, economies in Iowa produce a much larger amount of 
goods and services and serve a more spacious geographic territory.  Still other economies are very 
large and offer a superior array of private and public goods, services, and amenities, for workers 
and families.  The historical result is a clearly discernible hierarchy of communities and economic 
activity in the state of Iowa.   
 
This research identifies Iowa’s 35 top economic regions.  All of these regions contain a 
core city or set of core cities around which economic activity in the area is concentrated.  Almost 
all of the regions are composed of multiple counties; just four of the top 35 economic regions are 
composed of only one county.  These 35 economic regions account for 95 percent of nonfarm 
jobs, 96 percent of earnings paid to workers and sole proprietors, and 95 percent of the state’s 
population. 
 
Our objectives in this exercise were straightforward.  First, we developed and applied 
defensible criteria for defining our regions.  Next, we produced reliable economic and 
demographic statistics to assist in comparing and contrasting the regions.  A third objective was 
to introduce measures and indices that allow political and economic development officials to 
understand regional economic, social, and demographic strengths and weaknesses.  We in 
particular want to produce comparative statistics to allow regional economic developers and 
planners to ascertain regional industrial strengths, deficiencies, and potential development 
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opportunities.  Finally, this research is intended to provide a cohesive, economy-based foundation 
for providing technical assistance to Iowa’s communities and counties. 
 
This report explains the criteria used for identifying and ranking the regions, and it 
introduces the reader to statistics that allow us to compare and contrast our regions with each 
other.  As Iowa’s communities continue to evolve, some shrinking and some growing, we are 
hopeful that this information can assist decision makers in focusing their economic and policy 
development more effectively.  In the past, much of the industrial information incorporated into 
this research has generally been available only on a case-by-case basis.  By identifying 35 
functional economic regions and further detailing their respective economic strengths, 
weaknesses, similarities, and dissimilarities, the opportunity for better and more focused 
economic development policy at the local and the state level emerges. 
 
Background 
There is strong pressure on many communities in Iowa to produce economic 
development plans that make sense within the context of a regional economy or a regional 
strategy for growth.  Over time state policy has promoted regional perspectives, and multi-
community development associations have evolved to help both coordinate economic 
development across member communities and to leverage combined resources in promoting 
growth.  Occasionally, communities form functional partnerships on an ad hoc basis because of 
the nature of an economic opportunity or the availability of state funding.   
 
A few years ago the state of Iowa provided demonstration grants to community 
combinations to help facilitate a regional perspective in promoting targeted industrial 
development in the participating communities.  Recipients included the economic development 
planning partnership of Iowa City and Cedar Rapids, another consisted of Ft. Dodge, Iowa Falls, 
and Webster City, and still another encompassed the two Cerro Gordo County communities of 
Mason City and Clear Lake.    
 
Did these three demonstration projects represent three cohesive economic regions?  Only 
partially.  The Iowa City economy has its own distinct economic region as does the Cedar Rapids 
economy.  Their joint effort created a planning union of two metropolitan counties, but it 
effectively excluded seven other counties that these two economies separately and together 
influence very strongly.  Our research found that Fort Dodge is the center of a cohesive, four-
county economic region and that Iowa Falls/Hardin County was comprised of a separate three-
county region.  Both regions contained or encompassed the Webster City/Hamilton County area.  
Finally, the Mason City and Clear Lake combination is a natural given the size and scope of the 
Mason City economy and the proximity to it of Clear Lake.  Five other counties are part of this 
economic region, using the definitions in this report, and were not part of this targeted 
recruitment and assessment effort. 
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We are not criticizing the efficacy of either the state’s or the recipients’ efforts here, we 
are simply pointing out that if the state wants to promote cohesive regional growth strategies, a 
likely starting place would be the definition of functional regions a priori.  This research is 
designed to help give some statistical and geographic guidance to those efforts. 
 
Academics, politicians, and economic development professionals often advocate 
regional, and by logical extension inter-governmentally cooperative, approaches to economic 
development recognizing that the vast majority of Iowa’s communities have neither the resources 
nor the foundation economies to sustain themselves as independent islands of economic activity.  
These extortions and efforts notwithstanding, communities and counties in Iowa usually find 
themselves in direct competition with each other for economic development opportunities.  
Ultimately and practically, community economic development and elected officials are 
accountable to the residents of their own communities – unless they can present compelling 
evidence that cooperative economic development strategies will deliver local benefits, they 
usually have a hard time convincing their constituents that they are serving local interests.   
 
Complicating regional development efforts is the issue of how to define a region.  A map 
of Iowa can be divided into regions based on political, environmental, economic, or other criteria.  
As examples, Iowa now has five congressional districts, five cooperative extension regions, nine 
crop reporting districts according to the USDA, sixteen labor market areas according to the U.S. 
Department of Labor, sixteen Area Education Areas (AEAs), twenty-six commuting zones 
according to the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, fifty-seven watershed areas according to the 
U.S. Geological Survey, and, of course, ninety-nine counties.  All of these districts make sense 
for particular kinds of record-keeping, program delivery, or analysis.  In the main they do not 
inform us much about Iowa’s economy.  With this regional economic atlas, we hope to provide 
tools for regional economic development strategies and to promote understanding of regional 
economic linkages and their importance.   
 
We have nearly 950 communities in Iowa, yet only a comparative handful serve as major 
trade centers.  This analysis begins with the assumption that most of the economic development 
in Iowa will continue to accumulate in these relatively few, but comparatively larger trade 
centers.  We base this assumption on the overall performance of the Iowa economy over the past 
decade.  Since 1990, 59 percent of all nonfarm job growth has accrued to the state’s eleven 
metropolitan counties.  If we add the state’s ten largest urban counties to that total we account for 
another 12 percent of growth.  During the last decade 71 percent of the nonfarm job growth in 
Iowa occurred in just 21 counties.  Urbanization forces continue to influence the location of 
growth and economic change in Iowa, and an increasing percentage of economic activity in Iowa 
is occurring within fewer and fewer places.  These forces also influence strongly where people 
are choosing to live:  Iowa’s metropolitan counties had 59 percent of nonfarm job growth over the 
last decade, but realized almost 90 percent of the state’s increase in population.  The state’s other 
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88 counties, while realizing 41 percent of the state’s nonfarm job growth, were left to share 
among themselves just 10 percent of the population growth.   
 
The key to success for many smaller places may be how well they can link to the growth 
occurring in the regional trade centers, either as sources of labor, housing, supplying firms, or 
recreational outlets for larger, nearby population centers.  A key to success in many larger places 
might be the realization that future growth will depend more and more on incommuting 
workforce members from suburban and exurban areas, and that facilitating this flow of workers 
will greatly enhance their future job growth prospects.  While there is certainly to be greater 
concentration of economic activity into large urban and metropolitan areas, there are still 
economic benefits that accrue to adjacent and even distant areas.  This economic “spread” takes 
the form of suburban and exurban housing and commercial activity, community stability and 
growth, and other economic linkages that are compatible with the core regional economy, yet 
sustain and enhance suburban and exurban areas. 
 
There exists a historically spatial logic to the distribution of Iowa’s regional trade centers.  
The rise of small cities to the status of regional trade centers was determined originally for many 
by the state’s agricultural heritage.  Some regional trade centers served as hubs in transportation 
networks, facilitating raw commodity flows or the value added processing of agricultural 
commodities.  Others served as centers of government (county seats) and education (university 
towns).  Still others were early centers of industrial innovation.  As Iowa’s economy evolves from 
an agricultural foundation to a nonfarm foundation, the location and patterns of regional 
economic activity are shifting.  Many of Iowa’s regional trade centers are faced with the 
challenge of redefining and diversifying their economies in part away from their historical 
heritages.  Some have been more successful than others. 
 
This research is designed to produce benchmark statistics for regional economic 
development strategies and policies.  Measures include job growth, average earnings, industrial 
composition, workforce characteristics, commuting data, and population changes.  One of the 
benchmark indicators will involve measuring the degrees of alignment that the regions have with 
the state’s targeted industry cluster strategies.  By broad category – life sciences, advanced 
manufacturing, and information services – we will statistically compare each region so that its 
relative targeted industry strengths and weaknesses can be explored.   
      
Iowa’s Primary Trade Centers 
Multiple criteria were employed to determine the primary trade center counties.  Using 
employment, earnings, and retail sales data, we compiled an index to identify Iowa’s 35 largest 
employment and trade center counties.  These counties and their dominant cities are listed below 
by nonfarm employment size in Table 1.  Their dispersion around the state is displayed in Figure 
1.  Most of the 35 subject counties have one dominant, central city, and the region is usually 
named for that dominant, central city.  Several of our regions actually have more than one 
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important trade area in the region.  Examples include Mason City and Clear Lake, Pella and 
Knoxville, Orange City and Sioux Center, Keokuk and Ft. Madison, Waterloo and Cedar Falls, 
Omaha and Council Bluffs, Williamsburg and Marengo, Spirit Lake and Okoboji, Iowa Falls and 
Eldora, and the Quad Cities.  In instances where none of the combined cities appears to account 
for an overwhelming proportion of regional economic activity, we have used the core county 
name as the regional name.    
Table 1 
 Rank Region Name Trade Center Cities  Rank Region Name Trade  Center Cities
1 Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19 Ottumwa Ottumwa
2 Des  Moines Des  Moines 20 Newton Newton
3 Quad Cities Quad Cities 21 Carroll Carroll
4 Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 22 Mount P leasant Mount P leasant
5 Waterloo Waterloo-Cedar Fa lls 23 Decorah Decorah
6 Iowa City Iowa City 24 LeMars LeMars
7 Sioux City Sioux City 25 Iowa County Williamsburg-Marengo
8 Dubuque Dubuque 26 Waverly Waverly
9 Ames Ames 27 Boone Boone
10 Mason City Mason City-Clear Lake 28 Grinne ll Grinnell
11 Burlington Burlington 29 Storm Lake Storm Lake
12 Clinton Clinton 30 Dickinson County Spirit Lake-Okoboji
13 Muscatine Muscatine 31 Spencer Spencer
14 Fort Dodge Fort Dodge 32 Fa irfie ld Fairfie ld
15 Marsha lltown Marshalltown 33 Oska loosa Oskaloosa
16 Marion County Pe lla -Knoxville 34 Fayette  County Oelwein
17 Lee  County Keokuk-Fort Madison 35 Hardin County Iowa Fa lls -Eldora
18 Sioux County Sioux Center-Orange  City
Iowa's Top 35 Regions Ranked by Core County (Counties) Nonfarm Employment
 
 
Figure 1 
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The trade areas listed in Table 1 generally serve as centers of economic activity for much 
larger regions in the state.  To determine the geographic “reach” of each primary trade center, we 
measured the degree of their economic influence in the surrounding counties using labor force 
commuting flows and retail trade flows.  Multi-county regions were defined for 31 of the 35 
primary trade centers and single-county regions were defined for the remaining four.  Plymouth, 
Poweshiek, Jasper, and Boone Counties each serve one county, primarily.  In these four instances 
there was not enough inter-county labor and trade activity to warrant larger regions.   
 
Economic Area Determination: Commuting Flows 
We identified all neighboring counties with strong commuting relationships to the subject 
counties.  Using commuting data flows from the 2000 Census, we identified all first-order 
contiguous counties (immediate neighbors) with five percent or more of their workers commuting 
to the subject county for work.  We also identified any second-order contiguous counties 
(neighbors of neighbors) with ten percent or more of their workers commuting to the subject 
county for work. 
 
Economic Area Determination: Retail Trade Flows 
We identified neighboring counties with strong retail trade dependence on our original 
subject counties.  For each subject trade center county, we estimated the percentage of the urban 
residents from all neighboring counties that shop in the trade center county.  These percentage 
estimates were based on distance-weighted indices of total retail sales in the surrounding region.   
 
A unique probability index was estimated for each community in the region.  The 
community’s probability index was multiplied by its population to estimate the number of 
shoppers choosing the subject trade center.  The community-based estimates were then 
aggregated to the county level to find the estimated number of shoppers from each county.  We 
included all fringe counties with twenty-five percent or more of their urban population estimated 
to be shopping in the trade center county. 
 
The union of the commuting and retail trade relationships yielded a final set of affiliated 
or fringe counties surrounding the 35 largest trade centers. 
 
The procedures we used to define the economic regions allowed for a unique approach to 
analysis.  Often in regional studies, counties are assigned exclusively to one commuting zone or 
labor market territory.  Those approaches, while easier for data analysis and mapping purposes, 
oversimplify the complexity of economic relationships in a region.  Rather than make the 
economic regions geographically distinct from one another, these regions overlap and even 
subsume other regions.  This approach allows for a much more realistic depiction of the extent of 
economic influence of trade centers of varying size.  For example, the Des Moines economic 
region overlaps or subsumes the regions for Ames, Carroll, Boone, Newton, and Marion 
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Counties.  In eastern Iowa, where the population density is higher and the major trade centers are 
located closer to each other, the extent of geographic overlap is even greater.   
 
In Figure 2 the resulting coverage of our 35 trade areas and their respective fringe 
counties is shown.  We differentiate among the core counties of the top 10 economic regions and 
the remaining 25 large economic regions.  Those areas shaded pale yellow represent the counties 
that are influenced in a major way by at least one of the 35 core economic regions.  Finally, we 
note those that fall below the 35 top economic activity threshold and are otherwise economically 
isolated from the 35 top economies in Iowa. 
Figure 2 
 
 
Overall, the 35 economic regions subsume 85 of Iowa’s 99 counties.  Many of our 
regions also include trade and commuting from counties in neighboring states, and these counties 
have been included in the regional definitions.  An appendix to this report displays each of the 35 
economic regions and all of their component counties.  The map in Figure 3 shows the total 
coverage of the 35 economic regions and the degree to which they overlap.  The shading in the 
map indicates the number of regions a particular county falls within.  A large portion of the map 
indicates counties that are only primarily influenced by one dominant economic region among the 
top 35.  A smaller number, 24, are influenced by two regions.  Seven counties are influenced by 3 
regions, and three counties, Louisa, Cedar, and Keokuk, are influenced by four regions.  The 
regions in eastern and central Iowa overlap much more, while most of the regions in western 
Iowa do not.   
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Figure 3 
 
 
These 85 Iowa counties account for a very large fraction of Iowa’s nonfarm economic 
activity:  They contain 95 percent of total population, 95 percent of the nonfarm jobs, and 96 
percent of all earnings paid to workers in the state. 
 
The fourteen counties not included in one or more economic regions may be viewed as 
independent, “local” trade center counties.  While important locally, on a smaller geographic 
scale, their respective economies did not link strongly with the thirty-five largest trade center 
counties.  For reporting purposes, however, these other counties’ economic, industrial, and social 
characteristics are summarized as the “isolates” for comparison purposes. 
 
 
Regional Economic Profiles 
This next section illustrates some of the characteristics of the 35 regions using measures 
such as total employment size, total industrial output, per worker earnings, population size, and 
recent rates of growth in employment, population, and trade. 
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 Figure 4 
 
 
As is evidenced by Figure 4, there is a tremendous amount of difference in the size of our 
regions as measured by total regional nonfarm employment (in this figure, the regions overlap; 
consequently, there is double counting).  The fourteen Iowa and Nebraska counties comprising 
the Omaha-Council Bluffs economic region had 588,800 jobs in 2000.  The thirteen counties 
affected by the Polk County/Des Moines economic region had just under a half a million jobs.  
The Quad Cities region had about 324,000 jobs, and the Cedar Rapids region about 288,500 jobs.  
The next six larger regions ranged in size of about 150,000 jobs in the Iowa City region to about 
76,300 in the Burlington region.  The remaining 25 economic regions ranged from 67,400 jobs in 
the Clinton economic region to 12,700 in the Grinnell region. 
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 Figure 5 
Targeted Industry Employment:  Life Sciences
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The state of Iowa is focusing its economic development in three broad industrial areas: 
life sciences, advanced manufacturing, and information solutions.  Figure 5 profiles our 35 
regions by the amount of total employment that is contained in what is broadly termed the life 
sciences.  This category includes all food and agricultural product processing industries in the 
state along with emerging bio-technology and animal science firms.  In the main this industrial 
group is heavily weighted by traditional food and commodity processing firms in the state.  The 
dotted line represents the statewide average life sciences employment of about 6 percent of jobs.  
The cities that rank comparatively higher in this scale, Sioux City, LeMars, and Storm Lake, all 
have major meat packing or food processing firms in their regions.  In the LeMars region, almost 
19 percent of the total jobs are in life sciences.  In contrast, in the Jasper County/Newton area, 
just 3 percent are in this sector.  Also producing higher fractions were Muscatine (11.5 percent), 
Lee County (11.1 percent), Carroll (9.7 percent), and Mt. Pleasant (9.3 percent).  The isolate 
counties, the 14 counties outside of the influence of the top 35 regions, were at 6.4 percent, just 
above the statewide average. 
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 Figure 6 
Targeted Industry Employment:  Advanced Manufacturing
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The second industrial category of particular importance to the state’s economic 
development efforts involves advanced manufacturing.  Generally speaking, these firms produce 
higher-value durable goods, have high technology demands, and tend to generate higher earnings 
for workers.  The statewide percentage of workers employed in these types of firms is 
approximately 9 percent.  It is apparent from the graph that Iowa’s larger trade areas tend to 
cluster around the state average, with the exception of Omaha-Council Bluffs, which has about 4 
percent employment in these firms.  Many of Iowa’s medium sized trade areas – Dubuque, 
Clinton, Burlington, Muscatine, Ft. Dodge, and Lee County have around 15 percent of jobs in 
advanced manufacturing.  The highest at 23 percent was the Jasper County/Newton trade area, 
which is the home of Maytag, followed by Marion County at 21 percent, and Decorah County at 
16.4 percent.  LeMars, which posted the strongest fraction of employment in life sciences, has the 
lowest advanced manufacturing percentage at .4 percent. 
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 Figure 7 
Targeted Industry Employment:  Information Solutions
Mount Pleasant
Des Moines
Omaha-Council Bluffs*
Grinnell
0%
2%
4%
6%
8%
10%
12%
O
m
ah
a-
Co
un
ci
l B
lu
ffs
*
D
es
 M
oi
ne
s
Q
ua
d 
Ci
tie
s
Ce
da
r R
ap
id
s
W
at
er
lo
o
Io
w
a 
Ci
ty
Si
ou
x 
Ci
ty
D
ub
uq
ue
A
m
es
Cl
in
to
n
M
as
on
 C
ity
Bu
rli
ng
to
n
M
us
ca
tin
e
Fo
rt 
D
od
ge
M
ar
sh
al
lto
w
n
Le
e 
Co
un
ty
N
ew
to
n
O
ttu
m
w
a
M
ar
io
n 
Co
un
ty
Si
ou
x 
Co
un
ty
Bo
on
e
Le
M
ar
s
W
av
er
ly
O
sk
al
oo
sa
Fa
ye
tte
 C
ou
nt
y
Ca
rro
ll
D
ec
or
ah
St
or
m
 L
ak
e
M
ou
nt
 P
le
as
an
t
G
rin
ne
ll
H
ar
di
n 
Co
un
ty
Sp
en
ce
r
D
ic
ki
ns
on
 C
ou
nt
y
Fa
irf
ie
ld
Io
w
a 
Co
un
ty
Is
ol
at
es
Pe
rc
en
ta
ge
 o
f T
ot
al
 E
m
pl
oy
m
en
t
 
 
Information solutions involve data processing, computer programming, financial 
services, and a host of data, technology, and information production processes that have emerged 
in the economy over the past 15 years or so.    The statewide employment in these kinds of firms 
was 6 percent in 2000.  The display in Figure 7 demonstrates that there are decided preferences 
for the location of these firms and these jobs.  Both the Omaha-Council Bluffs and the Des 
Moines areas can claim that about 10 percent of their workforce is in information solutions.  The 
three next higher fractions are in Grinnell at 8.6 percent, Fairfield at 7.7 percent and Cedar Rapids 
at 7.2 percent.  Nearly all of the remaining trade areas score much below the state average with 
Mt. Pleasant at 2.2 percent scoring the lowest. 
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 Figure 8 
Targeted Industry Employment:  All Categories
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When we combine employment in all of Iowa’s targeted industries, we get a rough idea 
of where our regions compare to each other in these important economic development categories.  
The statewide average employment in all targeted industry firms is just about 21 percent.  Most of 
Iowa’s larger cities are at or slightly above the state average.  A large fraction of the state’s 
medium sized trade areas post somewhat higher percentages.  Muscatine at 30.4 percent is the 
highest, followed by Newton and Marion County each at 29 percent, Lee County at 28.4 percent, 
and Ft. Dodge at 27.7 percent.  The lowest value was posted for the Boone region at 11.1 percent, 
only a little more than half of the state rate. 
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 Figure 9 
Average Industrial Output per Job
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Industrial output represents the sales value of all goods and services produced by 
industries in an area.  This measure produces some surprising, sometimes counter-intuitive 
results.  The statewide average industrial output per job in 2000 was $90,000.  Most of the top 10 
counties hover around the state average.  The glaring exception is Sioux City posting a value of 
almost $114,000 per job, about 27 percent more than the state average.  In contrast, the Ames 
region, home to Iowa State University, is comparatively low at $77,300 per job, a little more than 
14 percent below the state average.  The Muscatine, Lee County, and Newton economic regions 
all post comparatively higher values.  It is often the case that firms posting high industrial output 
per job figures have higher concentrations of food processing industries.  These firms tend to 
have comparatively high capital costs and comparatively lower labor costs with much smaller 
margins.  The exception in the previous list is Newton, which posted high values primarily 
because of the concentration of advanced manufacturing in that region.  The lowest industrial 
output value per job was posted in Boone at about $75,000.  The combined isolated counties had 
$81,300 in output per job. 
 15
 Figure 10 
Average Earnings per Job
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A standard measure of the economic activity occurring in an area is the amount of 
earnings that workers make.  Earnings are the wages and salaries that are paid to workers, plus 
the normal profits realized by sole proprietors of businesses.  The average earnings per job for the 
state in 2000 was slightly less than $30,000 and is represented by the dotted, horizontal line.  The 
downward sloping line is the line of best fit and portrays the trend in earnings per job as region 
size decreases.  It is evident that earnings per job are much higher in the larger regions, on 
average, than in the smaller ones, but that the expected effect of size levels off.  In the largest 
regions, Omaha-Council Bluffs and Des Moines, earnings are in excess of $33,000 per job, and 
close to $32,000 per job in the Quad Cities and in Cedar Rapids.  Average earnings are lower than 
the state average in Waterloo, Dubuque, Ames, and Clinton, in the remainder of the top ten 
regions.  The statewide average is heavily weighted by the larger regions, and 28 of the 35 
regions have average earnings that are less than the state average.  Among the medium to smaller-
sized regions, Newton had the highest average earnings at almost $33,000 per job, and Sioux 
County had the lowest average earnings at $23,900.  The fourteen isolated counties posted an 
average of just over $24,300 per job. 
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 Figure 11 
Average Industrial Output and Average Earnings per Job
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 Table 11 gives a comparison of per worker average earnings (the y axis) with per worker 
average industrial output (the x axis).   The horizontal line represents the state average earnings 
per worker at just under $30,000 per year, and the vertical line the average industrial output per 
job of $90,000 annually.   The upper left quadrant contains the higher-earnings and lower-output 
value quadrant.  Here we find only the regions of Des Moines and Iowa City.  The upper right 
quadrant is the higher-earnings and higher-output value quadrant.  In this most desirable territory 
we find just six regions, namely, Omaha-Council Bluffs, the Quad Cities, Cedar Rapids, Newton, 
Muscatine, and Sioux City.  In the lower-earnings and higher-output value quadrant there are 13 
regions, among them Carroll, Storm Lake, and Lee County.  Finally, the remaining 15 regions, 
the preponderance of them, fit into the lower-earnings and lower-output quadrant – the lowest of 
which for average output per job is Boone, and the lowest in earnings is Oskaloosa.
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 Figure 12 
Nonfarm Employment Growth Rates, 1990-2000
0%
5%
10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
O
m
ah
a-
Co
un
ci
l B
lu
ff
s
D
es
 M
oi
ne
s
Q
ua
d 
Ci
tie
s
Ce
da
r R
ap
id
s
W
at
er
lo
o
Io
w
a 
Ci
ty
Si
ou
x 
Ci
ty
D
ub
uq
ue
A
m
es
Cl
in
to
n
M
as
on
 C
ity
Bu
rli
ng
to
n
M
us
ca
tin
e
Fo
rt 
D
od
ge
M
ar
sh
al
lto
w
n
Le
e 
Co
un
ty
N
ew
to
n
O
ttu
m
w
a
M
ar
io
n 
Co
un
ty
Si
ou
x 
Co
un
ty
Bo
on
e
Le
M
ar
s
W
av
er
ly
O
sk
al
oo
sa
Fa
ye
tte
 C
ou
nt
y
Ca
rr
ol
l
D
ec
or
ah
St
or
m
 L
ak
e
M
ou
nt
 P
le
as
an
t
G
rin
ne
ll
H
ar
di
n 
Co
un
ty
Sp
en
ce
r
D
ic
ki
ns
on
 C
ou
nt
y
Fa
irf
ie
ld
Io
w
a 
Co
un
ty
Is
ol
at
es
 
 
 This next figure represents the total rate of growth in nonfarm jobs in the previous 
decade.  The dotted horizontal line represents the state average of 21.2 percent.  We see that 
among the top 10 regions, four grew faster than the state average and six grew by less.  For the 
top 10, the highest rate of growth was posted in Cedar Rapids at just over 30 percent, while 
nearby Iowa City followed with 27.4 percent.  The lowest among the top 10 was in Clinton at 
12.8 percent followed by Ames at 14.3 percent.  Eleven of the next 25 regions had rates of 
nonfarm job growth at or above the state average.  The LeMars region had the highest rate of 
growth at 33.1 percent followed by Marion County at 29.9 percent.  Of the 14 remaining that 
were below the state average, Marshalltown was the lowest at 7.5 percent, followed by Hardin 
County at 10.1 percent and Grinnell at 10.5 percent, half the state average.  The isolated counties 
posted nonfarm job growth of 17.4 percent, which was greater than the values posted in 15 of the 
defined regions. 
 18
 Figure 13 
Population Growth Rates, 1990-2000
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 Figure 13 displays the rates of population growth for the 35 economic regions for the 
1990 to 2000 period.  The horizontal line represents the state rate of growth of 5.4 percent. Only 
eight regions grew faster than the state average, five of which are among the top 10.  Des Moines 
had the highest rate at 12.6 percent, followed by Cedar Rapids at 11.6 percent, Omaha-Council 
Bluffs at 10.5 percent, and Iowa City at 10.1 percent.  Rates faster than the state average among 
the remainder were posted only in Newton, LeMars, and in Iowa County.  Seventeen of the 
regions grew by less than the state average, but gained population nonetheless.  Ten of the regions 
declined in population as did the remaining economically isolated counties in the state. 
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 Figure 14 
Regional Population and Employment Growth Rates, 1990-2000
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 Figure 14 gives us a plot of population growth (the y axis) against employment growth 
(the x axis).  Ideally, economic developers and communities want job growth to translate into 
population growth.  The horizontal line represents the average rate of population growth for the 
state of 5.4 percent.  The vertical line represents the statewide average employment growth rate of 
21.2 percent.  The upper left quadrant represents lower employment growth and higher 
population growth.  Only Sioux City fit into that box.  The upper right quadrant is the most 
desirable quadrant from an economic development point of view.  Here we get higher 
employment growth and higher population growth.  Seven regions fit into this group.  Among the 
top ten regions, Omaha-Council Bluffs, Des Moines, Iowa City, and Cedar Rapids are 
represented.  Among the remaining 25 regions, only Newton, Iowa County, and LeMars fell into 
this favored group.  The lower right quadrant represents higher employment growth but lower 
population growth.  Seven of the eight had higher than average employment growth and still 
posted population gains, but those gains were less than the state average.  The Carroll region, 
while posting slightly more job growth than the state average, actually lost population.  Nineteen 
of our regions were in the lower employment growth and lower population growth quadrant.  
Among those posting low gains in jobs along with losses in people included Grinnell, Hardin 
County, Storm Lake, and the rest of the state of Iowa.  
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 Figure 15 
Nonfarm Employment Indexed to 1980 Levels by County 
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 The next three figures demonstrate the utility of our regional county designations.  In 
Figure 15 we compare our top 10 region core counties with the remaining 25 core counties.  In 
addition, we compare the two sets of core counties to all of the peripheral counties, those that are 
statistically and economically dependent on the core counties.  Finally, we profile the 
performance over time of the remaining 14 (the all other) counties and the state average.  In 
Figure 15 the data are indexed to the employment levels in 1980 where 1980 equals 100 percent.  
The changes over time, therefore, simply represent the percentage change from 1980.  The state 
of Iowa realized about a 32 percent gain in nonfarm jobs between 1980 and 2001.  The top 10 
core counties had a gain of 40.2 percent.  The remaining 25 core counties had a 25 percent gain, 
seven percentage points less than the statewide average and 17 less than the top 10 counties.  The 
peripheral counties had stronger job growth than the 25 other core counties and generally tracked 
the state average.  All other counties grew at a slower pace giving them slightly less than 17 
percent growth in nonfarm jobs over the two decades. 
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 Figure 16 
Inflation Adjusted Retail Sales per Capita by County Group, 
1976-2000
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 This next figure gives us a measure of the changes in retail trade among our county 
groups.  These retail values have been adjusted for inflation and are expressed per capita so that 
they give a standard measure over time.  For the top 10 counties, retail sales grew persistently 
from 1982 or so until 2000 before dipping slightly.  In 1982, in the top 10 region core counties, 
real sales averaged $9,430 and by 2001 they were $12,181, a 29 percent gain in inflation adjusted 
sales.  Among the 25 remaining core counties, over the same time period, sales grew from $7,682 
to $7,983, only a 4 percent real gain.  Among all other counties, real sales per capita declined 
from $6,862 to $5,458, a 20.4 percent real decline.  Interestingly, the peripheral counties 
collectively post the lowest retail sales per capita.  In 1982 they were $6,307 and by 1996 they 
had eroded to $4,946 before recovering slightly through 2000.  Iowa’s top ten core counties 
realize over twice as much retail sales per capita as the average peripheral county or the 14 other 
counties in Iowa that are not influenced by the 35 regions.  Note how tightly the groupings were 
in 1976 all the way through 1982 or so, and then how much they diverged thereafter. 
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 Figure 17 
Population Indexed to 1980 Levels by County Group
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 For a state like Iowa, a primary goal of economic development efforts is to stabilize 
populations among the cities and counties.  Ideally, job growth should lead to population growth.  
Figure 17 illustrates population growth indexed to 1980 levels with 1980 values equal to 100 
percent.  For the top 10 core counties, population growth was fairly robust, especially after about 
1986.  By 2002 their population had growth by 11.3 percent, while the state of Iowa managed just 
under a 1 percent change since 1980 (5.3 percent since 1990).  The peripheral counties, though 
growing since 1990, still ended at just 97 percent of their 1980 value.  The 25 other core counties 
combined ended up in 2002 with about 95 percent of their 1980 populations.  The 14 isolated 
counties fared much worse.  Their combined 2002 populations were 84 percent of their 1980 
levels.   
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Appendix 1:  Iowa’s Functional Economic Regions 
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Appendix 2:  Iowa’s Functional Economic Regions and Their Component Counties 
Region Name Trade Center(s) County Fips County Name 
Ames Ames 19015 Boone 
Ames Ames 19079 Hamilton 
Ames Ames 19083 Hardin 
Ames Ames 19169 Story 
Boone Boone 19015 Boone 
Burlington Burlington 17071 Henderson 
Burlington Burlington 19057 Des Moines 
Burlington Burlington 19087 Henry 
Burlington Burlington 19111 Lee 
Burlington Burlington 19115 Louisa 
Carroll Carroll 19009 Audubon 
Carroll Carroll 19027 Carroll 
Carroll Carroll 19047 Crawford 
Carroll Carroll 19073 Greene 
Carroll Carroll 19161 Sac 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19011 Benton 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19019 Buchanan 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19031 Cedar 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19055 Delaware 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19095 Iowa 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19103 Johnson 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19105 Jones 
Cedar Rapids Cedar Rapids 19113 Linn 
Clinton Clinton 17195 Whiteside 
Clinton Clinton 19045 Clinton 
Clinton Clinton 19097 Jackson 
Decorah Decorah 19005 Allamakee 
Decorah Decorah 19089 Howard 
Decorah Decorah 19191 Winneshiek 
Des Moines Des Moines 19001 Adair 
Des Moines Des Moines 19015 Boone 
Des Moines Des Moines 19039 Clarke 
Des Moines Des Moines 19049 Dallas 
Des Moines Des Moines 19073 Greene 
Des Moines Des Moines 19077 Guthrie 
Des Moines Des Moines 19099 Jasper 
Des Moines Des Moines 19117 Lucas 
Des Moines Des Moines 19121 Madison 
Des Moines Des Moines 19125 Marion 
Des Moines Des Moines 19153 Polk 
Des Moines Des Moines 19169 Story 
Des Moines Des Moines 19181 Warren 
Dickinson County Spirit Lake-Okoboji 19041 Clay 
Dickinson County Spirit Lake-Okoboji 19059 Dickinson 
Dickinson County Spirit Lake-Okoboji 19063 Emmet 
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Region Name Trade Center(s) County Fips County Name 
Dickinson County Spirit Lake-Okoboji 19143 Osceola 
Dubuque Dubuque 17085 Jo Daviess 
Dubuque Dubuque 19055 Delaware 
Dubuque Dubuque 19061 Dubuque 
Dubuque Dubuque 19097 Jackson 
Dubuque Dubuque 55043 Grant 
Fairfield Fairfield 19101 Jefferson 
Fairfield Fairfield 19107 Keokuk 
Fairfield Fairfield 19177 Van Buren 
Fayette County Oelwein 19019 Buchanan 
Fayette County Oelwein 19065 Fayette 
Fort Dodge Fort Dodge 19025 Calhoun 
Fort Dodge Fort Dodge 19079 Hamilton 
Fort Dodge Fort Dodge 19091 Humboldt 
Fort Dodge Fort Dodge 19187 Webster 
Grinnell Grinnell 19157 Poweshiek 
Hardin County Iowa Falls-Eldora 19069 Franklin 
Hardin County Iowa Falls-Eldora 19075 Grundy 
Hardin County Iowa Falls-Eldora 19083 Hardin 
Iowa City Iowa City 19031 Cedar 
Iowa City Iowa City 19095 Iowa 
Iowa City Iowa City 19103 Johnson 
Iowa City Iowa City 19115 Louisa 
Iowa City Iowa City 19139 Muscatine 
Iowa City Iowa City 19183 Washington 
Iowa County Williamsburg-Marengo 19011 Benton 
Iowa County Williamsburg-Marengo 19095 Iowa 
Iowa County Williamsburg-Marengo 19107 Keokuk 
Lee County Keokuk-Fort Madison 17067 Hancock 
Lee County Keokuk-Fort Madison 19111 Lee 
Lee County Keokuk-Fort Madison 19177 Van Buren 
Lee County Keokuk-Fort Madison 29045 Clark 
LeMars LeMars 19149 Plymouth 
Marion County Pella-Knoxville 19117 Lucas 
Marion County Pella-Knoxville 19123 Mahaska 
Marion County Pella-Knoxville 19125 Marion 
Marion County Pella-Knoxville 19135 Monroe 
Marshalltown Marshalltown 19075 Grundy 
Marshalltown Marshalltown 19127 Marshall 
Marshalltown Marshalltown 19171 Tama 
Mason City Mason City-Clear Lake 19033 Cerro Gordo 
Mason City Mason City-Clear Lake 19067 Floyd 
Mason City Mason City-Clear Lake 19069 Franklin 
Mason City Mason City-Clear Lake 19081 Hancock 
Mason City Mason City-Clear Lake 19131 Mitchell 
Mason City Mason City-Clear Lake 19195 Worth 
 29
Region Name Trade Center(s) County Fips County Name 
Mount Pleasant Mount Pleasant 19087 Henry 
Mount Pleasant Mount Pleasant 19115 Louisa 
Mount Pleasant Mount Pleasant 19177 Van Buren 
Muscatine Muscatine 17131 Mercer 
Muscatine Muscatine 19031 Cedar 
Muscatine Muscatine 19115 Louisa 
Muscatine Muscatine 19139 Muscatine 
Newton Newton 19099 Jasper 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19029 Cass 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19071 Fremont 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19085 Harrison 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19129 Mills 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19137 Montgomery 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19155 Pottawattamie 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 19165 Shelby 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 31021 Burt 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 31025 Cass 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 31053 Dodge 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 31055 Douglas 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 31153 Sarpy 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 31155 Saunders 
Omaha-Council Bluffs Omaha-Council Bluffs 31177 Washington 
Oskaloosa Oskaloosa 19107 Keokuk 
Oskaloosa Oskaloosa 19123 Mahaska 
Ottumwa Ottumwa 19051 Davis 
Ottumwa Ottumwa 19107 Keokuk 
Ottumwa Ottumwa 19123 Mahaska 
Ottumwa Ottumwa 19135 Monroe 
Ottumwa Ottumwa 19179 Wapello 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 17073 Henry 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 17131 Mercer 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 17161 Rock Island 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 17195 Whiteside 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 19031 Cedar 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 19045 Clinton 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 19139 Muscatine 
Quad Cities Quad Cities 19163 Scott 
Sioux City Sioux City 19133 Monona 
Sioux City Sioux City 19149 Plymouth 
Sioux City Sioux City 19193 Woodbury 
Sioux City Sioux City 31043 Dakota 
Sioux City Sioux City 31051 Dixon 
Sioux City Sioux City 31173 Thurston 
Sioux City Sioux City 46127 Union 
Sioux County Sioux Center-Orange City 19119 Lyon 
Sioux County Sioux Center-Orange City 19141 O'Brien 
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Region Name Trade Center(s) County Fips County Name 
Sioux County Sioux Center-Orange City 19167 Sioux 
Spencer Spencer 19041 Clay 
Spencer Spencer 19059 Dickinson 
Spencer Spencer 19141 O'Brien 
Spencer Spencer 19147 Palo Alto 
Storm Lake Storm Lake 19021 Buena Vista 
Storm Lake Storm Lake 19151 Pocahontas 
Storm Lake Storm Lake 19161 Sac 
Waterloo Waterloo-Cedar Falls 19013 Black Hawk 
Waterloo Waterloo-Cedar Falls 19017 Bremer 
Waterloo Waterloo-Cedar Falls 19019 Buchanan 
Waterloo Waterloo-Cedar Falls 19023 Butler 
Waterloo Waterloo-Cedar Falls 19075 Grundy 
Waterloo Waterloo-Cedar Falls 19171 Tama 
Waverly Waverly 19017 Bremer 
Waverly Waverly 19023 Butler 
Waverly Waverly 19037 Chickasaw 
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Technical Notes 
 
• Trade flows were estimated using 1997 Economic Census of Retail Trade data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau. 
• Commuting flows were obtained from the 2000 Decennial Census of Population, U.S. 
Census Bureau. 
• Trade center rankings were determined using 1990 and 2000 employment and earnings 
data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of  Commerce, and 1997 
Census of Retail Trade data. 
• Output, employment, and value-added by industry estimates were obtained from input-
output models built for each trade center region using IMPLAN Professional input-output 
software and data maintained at Iowa State University.  
“Iowa State University does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, age, 
religion, national origin, sexual orientation, sex, marital status, disability 
or status as a U.S. Vietnam Era Veteran. Any persons having inquiries 
concerning this may contact the Director of Equal Opportunity and Diversity, 
3680 Beardshear Hall, 515-294-7612.” 
